1. Introduction {#sec1-plants-09-00580}
===============

Environmental pollution by Potentially Toxic Elements (PTE) has become a serious problem since the 1940s, when rapid industrialisation and urbanisation started to cause contamination \[[@B1-plants-09-00580]\]. PTE cannot be biodegraded and therefore accumulate in the ecosystem and enter the food chain \[[@B2-plants-09-00580],[@B3-plants-09-00580],[@B4-plants-09-00580]\].

Several physical and chemical methods have been used for removing potentially toxic elements from contaminated matrices \[[@B5-plants-09-00580]\]; nowadays, these traditional remediation technologies are being replaced by biological ones, usually known as bioremediation technologies \[[@B6-plants-09-00580],[@B7-plants-09-00580]\]. Compared with conventional clean-up methods, bioremediation has lower capital costs, and it is considered to be aesthetically pleasing \[[@B8-plants-09-00580]\]. Among bioremediation technologies, phytoremediation exploits plants to remove pollutants from the environment, or to render them harmless by degradation or immobilisation \[[@B9-plants-09-00580],[@B10-plants-09-00580],[@B11-plants-09-00580],[@B12-plants-09-00580]\].

Since the nineties \[[@B13-plants-09-00580],[@B14-plants-09-00580]\], a growing scientific and commercial interest has developed regarding this promising technology as a more eco-friendly, non-intrusive and cost-effective remediation method for the reclamation of polluted sites \[[@B15-plants-09-00580],[@B16-plants-09-00580]\]. However, some limitations should be taken into account when applying phytoremediation: long-term efficiency, the depth of action limited to the root zone, the need for proper handling and disposal of the biomass produced and a careful evaluation of the specific site scenario (i.e., plant requirements---pollution level) \[[@B17-plants-09-00580],[@B18-plants-09-00580],[@B19-plants-09-00580],[@B20-plants-09-00580]\]. Depending on the nature of the pollutants and their concentration, the choice for the optimal species is a function of the encroachment capability given by tolerance mechanisms (exclusion and detoxification) that allow for maintaining a low concentration of the potentially toxic element in the cytoplasm and the most sensitive compartments of plant cells \[[@B21-plants-09-00580]\]. Likewise, information regarding the substrate and climate of the place where the remediation is requested, and the site accessibility for the cultivation machines \[[@B22-plants-09-00580]\] should be compared with the needs of the crop to be used (i.e., temperatures required in the development phases, water and nutritional needs) \[[@B23-plants-09-00580]\]. In more detail, substrate aeration, pH, cation exchange capacity (CEC) and the presence of organic matter, clay components and the elements available affects the bioavailability of potentially toxic element and thus their accumulation in plant tissues \[[@B24-plants-09-00580],[@B25-plants-09-00580],[@B26-plants-09-00580],[@B27-plants-09-00580]\].

According to the different mechanisms involved, there are several phytoremediation approaches for the PTE decontamination of solid matrices: phytoextraction (pollutants taken up into the plant biomass), phytostabilisation (limiting the mobility and bioavailability in soil by plant roots), and phytovolatilisation (conversion of pollutants to a volatile form and their subsequent release into the atmosphere) \[[@B28-plants-09-00580],[@B29-plants-09-00580]\]. Depending on the phytoremediation method, the specific features of many plant species can prove useful \[[@B30-plants-09-00580]\]. Usually, hyperaccumulator plants that can accumulate high amounts of PTE in their above-ground tissues without adverse effects \[[@B14-plants-09-00580],[@B31-plants-09-00580],[@B32-plants-09-00580],[@B33-plants-09-00580]\] are chosen for phytoextraction, but such plants typically produce small amounts of biomass and have no economic value \[[@B34-plants-09-00580]\]. The species used for phytostabilisation must grow rapidly with a well-developed root system but do not need particular habitat requirements \[[@B35-plants-09-00580]\]. The translocation factor (TF) given by the ratio between the concentration of PTE in the aerial part of the plants and the concentration of the same in the roots is one of the key factors in the evaluation of plants for phytoextraction processes \[[@B36-plants-09-00580]\]. A TF higher than 1 signifies tolerance of the plant towards the PTE and its ability to move it in the epigean portions, and, according to the Baker theory, this plant is considered a good accumulator usable for phytoextraction \[[@B37-plants-09-00580],[@B38-plants-09-00580]\].

Combining two or three different remediation approaches can lead to more effective results \[[@B39-plants-09-00580]\]. Aided phytostabilisation \[[@B40-plants-09-00580]\], or chemophytostabilisation \[[@B41-plants-09-00580]\], is an interesting example of a co-remediation technique in which amendments such as clay minerals, organic compost, phosphates, lime and zero-valent iron are applied in the polluted substrate to help the plants to deactivate or immobilise PTE \[[@B42-plants-09-00580],[@B43-plants-09-00580],[@B44-plants-09-00580],[@B45-plants-09-00580]\].

Among PTE, mercury (Hg), copper (Cu), silver (Ag), cadmium (Cd), zinc (Zn), lead (Pb), chrome (Cr), cobalt (Cb) and nickel (Ni) are considered the most toxic \[[@B46-plants-09-00580]\], but all elements in high concentrations are potentially harmful \[[@B47-plants-09-00580]\]. The sources of PTE in the environment may be natural (geogenic origin) or anthropogenic from activities such as mining, burning of fossil fuel, fertiliser application, disposal of household debris, municipal and industrial wastes \[[@B48-plants-09-00580],[@B49-plants-09-00580]\]. As described by Spellman \[[@B50-plants-09-00580]\], certain recyclable wastes like biosolids from sewage treatment plants, food processing companies, and other sources are commonly reused as fertilisers. However, some careful testing is needed in order to control problems concerning the eventual release of water-soluble, mobile pollutants.

This research came from a collaboration with Sadam Spa, an Italian company in the sugar industry, involved in an environmental recovery project of a disused quarry. According to the Italian Legislative Decree n.186 \[[@B51-plants-09-00580]\], the recovery project was aimed at remodelling the morphology of the quarry using lime from sugar refining as a filling material. The subsequent assessment of chemical pollutants in lime, conducted by Marche Regional Environmental Protection Agency (ARPAM), highlighted a contaminated area exceeding the legal limit of soluble Ni concentration (10 μg L^−1^).

The aim of this study was to assess the phytoremediation capacity of four plant species---spinach (*Spinacia oleracea*) and canola (*Brassica napus*) in a greenhouse study, and sorghum (*Sorghum vulgare*) and sunflower (*Helianthus annuus*) in an outdoor experiment---in order to decrease the concentration of the soluble Ni below the legal limit set by the Italian Legislative Decree n.186 \[[@B51-plants-09-00580]\]. This study was performed to support the application of phytoremediation techniques required for the remediation of a real contaminated site. Crop plants have most of the properties required by real-case applications of phytoremediation techniques, such as wide availability, cheapness, ease of growing and consistent biomass production \[[@B52-plants-09-00580],[@B53-plants-09-00580],[@B54-plants-09-00580]\]. Nevertheless, since the ability to tolerate and accumulate potentially toxic element is also a fundamental requirement, crop species already known in the scientific field for their metal storage capacity have been selected \[[@B10-plants-09-00580],[@B23-plants-09-00580],[@B55-plants-09-00580],[@B56-plants-09-00580],[@B57-plants-09-00580],[@B58-plants-09-00580],[@B59-plants-09-00580],[@B60-plants-09-00580],[@B61-plants-09-00580],[@B62-plants-09-00580],[@B63-plants-09-00580],[@B64-plants-09-00580],[@B65-plants-09-00580],[@B66-plants-09-00580]\]. Moreover, as these species have either an autumn--winter cycle (canola and spinach) or a spring--summer cycle (sorghum and sunflower), their rotation throughout the year permit to maintain a permanent vegetation cover in the contaminated site.

Aided phytoremediation was tested using bentonite in the greenhouse experiment since a previous laboratory study on the same substrate showed that this clay mineral is a good sequestrant of Ni when it is added at doses of 5% (*w*/*w*) \[[@B67-plants-09-00580]\].

The results highlight that spinach and sunflower should be preferred for phytoextraction over canola and sorghum, given their ability to store Ni in the epigeal portions. In the greenhouse study, soluble Ni decreased below the legal limit in all the tests, and the combined effect of bentonite and plants reduced Ni in lime primarily in the bioavailable fraction. İn the outdoor experiment, the metal was accumulated mainly in sorghum roots, and a significant amount of bioavailable Ni was found in the rhizosphere, indicating sorghum as a good option for the phytostabilisation technique.

2. Results {#sec2-plants-09-00580}
==========

2.1. Greenhouse Experiment {#sec2dot1-plants-09-00580}
--------------------------

### 2.1.1. Nickel in Lime {#sec2dot1dot1-plants-09-00580}

[Figure 1](#plants-09-00580-f001){ref-type="fig"} reports the concentration of soluble and bioavailable nickel in lime before and after the plant harvest. Before sowing, Ni concentration was similar among samples since the inter quartile range values were 3.0 (median 15.0) and 21.7 (median 331.0) for soluble and bioavailable fractions, respectively. A considerable decrease in soluble Ni concentration was observed following the harvest compared to the initial concentration ([Figure 1](#plants-09-00580-f001){ref-type="fig"}a), and differences between trials were not significant, even when bentonite was added to contaminated lime. Bioavailable Ni was significantly reduced in all treatments ([Figure 1](#plants-09-00580-f001){ref-type="fig"}b). Regardless of the species, the addition of bentonite further decreased bioavailable Ni in lime. The median concentration of Ni after treatments was slightly lower using canola compared to spinach, both in soluble and bioavailable fractions ([Figure 1](#plants-09-00580-f001){ref-type="fig"}).

### 2.1.2. Nickel in Plants {#sec2dot1dot2-plants-09-00580}

[Figure 2](#plants-09-00580-f002){ref-type="fig"} reports nickel concentrations in plants. Ni concentration in roots ([Figure 2](#plants-09-00580-f002){ref-type="fig"}a) was significantly higher in canola than in spinach, and, for both species, the addition of bentonite led to a higher accumulation of the metal that differed significantly from the control. Concerning the epigeal portion ([Figure 2](#plants-09-00580-f002){ref-type="fig"}b), Ni accumulation was significantly higher in spinach than in canola and considerably higher than the control, while, in canola, no significant differences were found between treated and control plants. The addition of bentonite does not seem to significantly affect metal accumulation in either hypogeal or epigeal portions.

The translocation factor of the plants grown in the greenhouse experiment, calculated as the ratio between the concentration of Ni in epigeal and hypogeal tissues, is shown in [Table 1](#plants-09-00580-t001){ref-type="table"}. Between the two tested species, spinach is the one that presents in all trials a translocation factor higher than one.

The biomass production of plants grown on contaminated lime was similar to that measured for control plants within the same species ([Table S1](#app1-plants-09-00580){ref-type="app"}); in particular, the average weights of the hypogeal and epigeal portions of canola plants were 4.48 ± 0.75 and 14.97 ± 1.16 g, respectively, while, for spinach plants, these weights were 0.57 ± 0.21 and 5.54 ± 0.74 g, respectively. Considering the metal concentrations in the various plant tissues and the biomass produced, the mean values of phytoextracted Ni per plant were 30.9 ± 6.4 (B), 34.3 ± 4.6 (B+), 28.3 ± 3.5 (BC), 12.5 ± 0.8 (S), 10.7 ± 2.1 (S+) and 5.9 ± 0.2 µg (SC).

2.2. Outdoor Experiment {#sec2dot2-plants-09-00580}
-----------------------

### 2.2.1. Nickel in Lime {#sec2dot2dot1-plants-09-00580}

[Figure 3](#plants-09-00580-f003){ref-type="fig"} reports the concentration of soluble and bioavailable nickel in the four boxes used for the outdoor experiment, before and after the plant harvest.

The initial concentration of soluble Ni was similar for the four boxes, with medians varying from 7.9 µg L^−1^ (Box 3) to 9.1 µg L^−1^ (Box 1) and no significant differences were highlighted using the Kruskal--Wallis test (*p* \> 0.05) ([Figure S1a](#app1-plants-09-00580){ref-type="app"}). On the contrary, regarding the initial concentration of bioavailable Ni, box 1 had the highest median (570.7 µg Kg^−1^), while box 4 had the lowest (309.9 µg Kg^−1^), and significant pairwise differences (Dunn's test) were found ([Figure S1b](#app1-plants-09-00580){ref-type="app"}). Boxes 2 and 3 were the only ones with similar initial soluble and bioavailable Ni concentrations ([Figure S1](#app1-plants-09-00580){ref-type="app"}).

A similar Ni distribution pattern between pre- and post-harvest concentrations was observed in all boxes ([Figure 3](#plants-09-00580-f003){ref-type="fig"}). After the harvest, Ni concentrations were significantly higher at 0--30 cm of depth respect to 30--60 cm of depth for both fractions, and this behaviour was particularly evident for the bioavailable Ni ([Figure 3](#plants-09-00580-f003){ref-type="fig"}b).

After the harvest, a comparison of the boxes showed no significant differences in soluble and bioavailable Ni for box 2 cultivated with sorghum and box 3 cultivated with sunflower, at both sampling depths ([Figure S2](#app1-plants-09-00580){ref-type="app"}).

[Table 2](#plants-09-00580-t002){ref-type="table"} shows the concentration of soluble and bioavailable Ni in the rhizosphere of the plants at the end of the experiment. No significant differences between plants and boxes were found for soluble Ni, while the bioavailable fraction was high in all cases---the highest being for sorghum in box 4. A lower pH value (7.84 ± 0.04) was measured on the rhizosphere samples with respect to all the other samples.

### 2.2.2. Nickel in Plants {#sec2dot2dot2-plants-09-00580}

[Figure 4](#plants-09-00580-f004){ref-type="fig"} shows the Ni accumulation in different parts of the plants grown either in the four boxes or in the uncontaminated substrate. Ni was accumulated more in the roots than in the other parts by both plants species ([Figure 4](#plants-09-00580-f004){ref-type="fig"}a). In roots and stems, Ni accumulation was higher in sorghum than in sunflower ([Figure 4](#plants-09-00580-f004){ref-type="fig"}a,b). Sorghum roots accumulated a higher concentration of Ni than the control, even if the differences are not statistically significant, while this was not true for sunflower plants and for both species in stems. Similar Ni concentrations were found in leaves and infructescences, regardless of the plant species ([Figure 4](#plants-09-00580-f004){ref-type="fig"}c,d). Significant differences with respect to the controls were found for sunflower in leaves and for sorghum in infructescences.

The translocation factor regarding the plants in the outdoor experiment is shown in [Table 3](#plants-09-00580-t003){ref-type="table"}. In contrast to sorghum, sunflowers grown in both boxes 1 and 3 showed a TF greater than one.

The biomass produced by both sorghum and sunflower plants grown in the contaminated boxes was similar to that measured in the respective controls ([Table S2](#app1-plants-09-00580){ref-type="app"}). The average dry plant weights (g) recorded for roots, stems, leaves and infructescences were 25.55 ± 3.31, 85.75 ± 4.86, 37.66 ± 8.44 and 35.86 ± 3.25 for sunflower, and 15.74 ± 2.16, 38.57 ± 2.34, 21.37 ± 2.38 and 14.16 ± 2.64g for sorghum, respectively. The mean values of phytoextracted Ni per plant were as follows: 230.2 ± 11.3 (1H), 234.9 ± 21.4 (3H), 223.2 ± 9.3 (H), 231.1 ± 27.0 (2S), 246.3 ± 10.2 (4S) and 165.3 ± 27.8 µg (S).

3. Discussion {#sec3-plants-09-00580}
=============

3.1. Greenhouse Experiment {#sec3dot1-plants-09-00580}
--------------------------

In the greenhouse experiment, the phytoremediation capacity of canola (*Brassica napus*) and spinach (*Spinacia oleracea*) was tested with and without the addition of 5% of bentonite.

Many authors have studied the phytoextraction capacity of *Brassica napus* \[[@B68-plants-09-00580],[@B69-plants-09-00580],[@B70-plants-09-00580]\] and *Spinacia oleracea* \[[@B71-plants-09-00580],[@B72-plants-09-00580],[@B73-plants-09-00580]\] and the effect of the addition of sequestrants such as bentonite in decreasing the available form of potentially toxic element \[[@B67-plants-09-00580],[@B74-plants-09-00580],[@B75-plants-09-00580],[@B76-plants-09-00580]\].

In the present experiment, the Ni soluble fraction following the harvest was considerably reduced, and a concentration under the legal limit of 10 μg L^−1^ was achieved in all trials ([Figure 1](#plants-09-00580-f001){ref-type="fig"}a).

Canola showed a higher concentration of the metal in the hypogeal portion than in the epigeal portion, and similar patterns of Ni accumulation have been found in previous studies \[[@B47-plants-09-00580],[@B77-plants-09-00580]\]. In agreement with other authors \[[@B71-plants-09-00580],[@B72-plants-09-00580],[@B78-plants-09-00580],[@B79-plants-09-00580]\], the opposite behaviour was observed for spinach, which accumulated Ni mostly in the aerial tissues.

As highlighted by the results, spinach seems suitable for the phytoextraction of Ni in lime, while the low translocation factor of canola makes it appropriate for phytostabilisation techniques. With a view to a practical application of phytoremediation techniques, the differences in biomass production between species should be taken into account, as the biomass of canola is considerably higher than that of spinach, as reported above.

The addition of bentonite may improve phytoremediation outcomes since it reduces both the soluble and bioavailable fractions of Ni due to the capacity of this mineral to adsorb the metal in its external and internal sites, as described by other authors \[[@B75-plants-09-00580],[@B80-plants-09-00580],[@B81-plants-09-00580]\]. As reported in previous work \[[@B67-plants-09-00580]\], the competition of bentonite adsorption sites with Ni adsorbed on organic matter and the stabilisation of the metal in internal adsorption sites of bentonite could reduce the available concentration of Ni in lime ([Figure 1](#plants-09-00580-f001){ref-type="fig"}b). The above findings support the use of a combination of sequestrants and plants in a practical case of bioremediation.

3.2. Outdoor Experiment {#sec3dot2-plants-09-00580}
-----------------------

Before sowing, the concentrations of soluble and bioavailable Ni measured in the four boxes were different with respect to the values observed for lime collected in a previous field survey and used for the greenhouse experiment. This different starting condition was not surprising, considering that six months had elapsed between the two sampling campaigns, during which the site was subject to weather events, speciations and mobilizations of the metal may have occurred. Nevertheless, the low soluble Ni concentrations detected in May 2018 provided a real case for a typical phytoremediation trial, since high concentrations and lack of time represent the main limitations for the application of this technique \[[@B82-plants-09-00580]\].

After harvesting, there was a clear tendency of the soluble and available forms of the metal to move towards the first 0--30 cm in depth both in the sunflower and the sorghum boxes ([Figure 3](#plants-09-00580-f003){ref-type="fig"}); this depth represents the layer where the root system is developed, indicating that the metal distribution in the boxes could be due to the attraction exerted by the roots and by their radical exudates. The function of roots in attracting and sequestering potentially toxic element has been highlighted by many authors who all agree that the presence of metals induces a higher production of root exudates, such as low molecular weight organic acids \[[@B83-plants-09-00580],[@B84-plants-09-00580],[@B85-plants-09-00580]\], which play an important role in the immobilisation of the available form of metals.

Boxes 2 and 3, which had similar initial Ni concentrations, showed no significant differences in the levels of soluble and bioavailable Ni measured after the harvest of sorghum and sunflower, respectively ([Figure S1](#app1-plants-09-00580){ref-type="app"}). Despite these results, in sorghum stems and root tissues, the Ni concentration was significantly higher than in sunflower plants ([Figure 4](#plants-09-00580-f004){ref-type="fig"}a,b), but at the end of the trials, this difference in extraction capacity was compensated by greater production of biomass by the sunflower compared to the sorghum.

The noticeable capability of sorghum to accumulate metals in roots was also reported in other studies \[[@B86-plants-09-00580],[@B87-plants-09-00580],[@B88-plants-09-00580]\] in which the authors suggest to use sorghum spp. in phytostabilisation rather than in phytoextraction experiments.

A further demonstration of the ability of root apparatus to attract the available form of Ni is reported in [Table 2](#plants-09-00580-t002){ref-type="table"}, where the concentration of bioavailable Ni in the rhizosphere of the plants always proved to be higher than in the 0--30 cm layer after harvest.

Although sunflower plants accumulated a considerable amount of Ni in the root portion, their translocation factor showed values higher than 1; therefore, these plants could be used for phytoextraction purposes on this lime. Finally, the presence of a high content of organic matter (OM) in the substrate ([Table 4](#plants-09-00580-t004){ref-type="table"}) might have helped in metal sequestration, because OM promotes the formation of OM-Ni complexes and exudate production by the roots of the plants \[[@B84-plants-09-00580]\].

4. Materials and Methods {#sec4-plants-09-00580}
========================

The experimental design was performed with two different case studies: a greenhouse experiment with autumn--winter plants and an outdoor experiment with summer--spring plants.

In both tests, the substrate used to grow the plants was carbonation lime, a residue of the industrial process of sugar juice purification, made up of 90% calcium carbonate \[[@B67-plants-09-00580]\]. This substrate was sampled where the lime was used as the filling material for a disused quarry in a recovery project (municipality of Monte Roberto, Marche, Italy). The samples were collected from four square plots (2 m side) equally spaced along a transect covering the whole length of the contaminated area mapped by ARPAM. The main properties of the substrate were determined from samples collected during two different field surveys, one in autumn 2017, and one in spring 2018. A clearly alkaline reaction and a high organic matter content were found ([Table 4](#plants-09-00580-t004){ref-type="table"}). The substrate pH was determined by a glass electrode in distilled water (pH H~2~O) suspensions at a 1:2.5 soil to liquid ratio. Total Ni concentration was determined by the acid digestion method; the dry and 2-mm sieved substrates were digested in HNO~3~, 65% v/v, (28 L/Kg) overnight, 2 mL of H~2~O~2~, 30% v/v, was then added, and, after 6 h, the blend was heated to 90 °C for 90 min and filtered \[[@B87-plants-09-00580]\]. Analyses of the eluates were performed using an ICP-OES (Inductively Coupled Plasma---Optical Emission Spectrometer, Agilent 5100 VDV). The organic matter was determined according to Walkley and Black \[[@B89-plants-09-00580]\].

An uncontaminated carbonation lime (soluble Ni concentration under 2 µg L^−1^), collected from the same site but outside of the contaminated area, was used to cultivate plants as a reference control.

4.1. Greenhouse Experiment {#sec4dot1-plants-09-00580}
--------------------------

Because of prolonged unfavourable weather conditions that occurred at the contaminated site during autumn--winter months, the experiment was conducted in the experimental greenhouse at Marche Polytechnic University, Ancona, Italy, with a daytime temperature of 24 ± 3 °C and a night temperature of 20 ± 3 °C. Plants of *Spinacia oleracea L.* (spinach) and *Brassica napus L.* (canola) were grown separately in plastic jars having a volume of 3 litres. The plants were grown under natural photoperiod and with a relative humidity of 60% ± 2%.

Lime samples were collected from each of the four square plots delineated in the contaminated area in November 2017, and they were mixed carefully, air-dried and 2-mm sieved. After processing, the concentrations of soluble and bioavailable Ni in nine sub-samples were measured to ensure that both Ni fractions were homogeneously distributed in the substrate.

Six trials were set up in eighteen jars (three replicates per trial) as follows: *Brassica* without bentonite (B), *Brassica* with bentonite added at 5% (*w*/*w*) (B+), *Brassica* control (BC), *Spinacia* without bentonite (S), *Spinacia* with bentonite added at 5% (*w*/*w*) (S+) and *Spinacia* control (SC). Commercial activated bentonite with a mesh size of 100--500 µm, composed of 85%--90% montmorillonite and 1%--4% inert silica was used. The main physico-chemical characteristics of the bentonite used were: a surface area of 88.0 m^2^ g^−1^; a CEC of 150 meq/100 g; and a pH of 9.5 (sol. 5%).

To prevent emergence failures, ten seeds were initially sown in each jar. Subsequently, only four seedlings per pot for canola and six for spinach were allowed to grow.

Manual irrigation was provided to avoid water stress from the time of sowing up to the harvesting at the end of the vegetative cycle of the crops (approximately 110 days).

After the harvest, all the plants from each jar were sampled, gently washed with deionised water, separated into the epigeal and hypogeal portion, oven-dried (70 °C until the plant tissue was completely dry), weighed, milled and analysed to assess the concentration of Ni in the tissues.

At the end of the experiment, three samples of substrate were collected from each jar, obtaining nine replicates per trial. After re-drying, the concentration of soluble and bioavailable fraction of Ni was measured.

4.2. Outdoor Experiment {#sec4dot2-plants-09-00580}
-----------------------

Lime samples were collected from each of the four square plots delineated in the contaminated area in May 2018. Four boxes were placed directly in the study area, exposed to weather conditions, and each was filled with samples coming from a different square plot, in order to represent the spatial heterogeneity of the Ni distribution in the site.

Nine sub-samples were collected from each 1 m^3^ box, along independent zig-zag paths at different depths to achieve randomness and to measure the soluble and bioavailable Ni before sowing.

Boxes 1 and 3 were sown with *Helianthus annuus L.* (sunflower), while boxes 2 and 4 were cultivated with *Sorghum vulgare L*. Only nine sunflower plants and fifteen plants of sorghum were allowed to grow per box. Single manual irrigation was provided immediately after sowing.

At the end of the biological cycle (around 90 days), a third of the plants grown in each box were harvested whole and then carefully separated into roots, stems, leaves and infructescences, oven-dried (70 °C until the plant tissue were completely dry), weighed, milled and analysed to determine the Ni contents.

After plant eradication, both the substrate intimately adhering to the root surface (rhizosphere) and the lime from each box at two different depths (0--30 and 30--60 cm) were collected in order to assess the distribution of soluble and bioavailable Ni fractions following cultivation.

4.3. Ni Extraction and Analysis {#sec4dot3-plants-09-00580}
-------------------------------

### 4.3.1. Substrate {#sec4dot3dot1-plants-09-00580}

The soluble Ni extraction was carried out with distilled water (1 g/10 mL) according to the cession-test reported in the Italian Legislative Decree n. 186 \[[@B90-plants-09-00580]\]. The duly sealed samples were subjected to agitation and the liquid/solid separation was then reached by centrifugation for 5 min and filtering.

The bioavailable fraction was extracted with a solution of Diethylenetriaminepentaacetic acid (DTPA), CaCl~2~ · 2H~2~O (0.01 M) and triethanolamine (0.1 M) at pH 7.3 (1 g/2 mL), following the indications in the Italian Official Gazette n. 248 \[[@B91-plants-09-00580]\].

Analyses of the eluates were performed using a plasma emission spectrometer ICP-OES Agilent 5100 VDV. The operating analysis of the system was as follows: radio frequency power 1.4 kW, plasma gas flow 12 L min^−1^, auxiliary gas flow 1.0 L/min, nebulizer flow 0.7 L min^−1^, observation view axial, replicate readings 3, selected Ni wavelengths 231.604 nm.

### 4.3.2. Plants {#sec4dot3dot2-plants-09-00580}

The dry milled plant tissues were digested in HNO~3~ (28 L/Kg) overnight, 2 mL of H~2~O~2~ was then added (30%), and, after 6 h, the blend was heated to 90 °C for 90 min and filtered \[[@B92-plants-09-00580]\].

Analyses of the eluates were performed using a plasma emission spectrometer ICP-OES Agilent 5100 VDV. The operating analysis of the system was as follows: radio frequency power 1.4 kW, plasma gas flow 12 L min^−1^, auxiliary gas flow 1.0 L/min, nebulizer flow 0.7 L min^−1^, observation view axial, replicate readings 3, selected Ni wavelengths 231.604 nm.

4.4. Statistical Analysis {#sec4dot4-plants-09-00580}
-------------------------

Nonparametric tests were used because of non-normal distributions. The significance of the differences in the content of Ni in different morphological parts of the plants and in lime samples was calculated using the Kruskal--Wallis test and Dunn's post-hoc test. Either Benjamini--Hochberg or Hochberg *p*-value adjustments were used depending on the number of tests performed, as suggested in literature \[[@B93-plants-09-00580],[@B94-plants-09-00580]\]. Statistical analyses were performed in R software (R Development Core Team 2018 version 3.5.2) using 'dunn.test' package version 1.3.5.

5. Conclusions {#sec5-plants-09-00580}
==============

Spinach and sunflower emerged to be suitable for the phytoextraction of Ni in lime, while the low translocation factor of canola and sorghum makes them more appropriate for phytostabilisation techniques. The addition of bentonite may improve phytoremediation outcomes since this mineral reduces both the soluble and, to a greater extent, the bioavailable fractions of Ni due to its capacity to adsorb the metal. The above findings support the use of a combination of sequestrants and plants in a practical case of bioremediation.

The results from the outdoor experiment highlight that sorghum has a good phytostabilisation potential due to its ability to accumulate Ni mainly at the root level and to attract a significant amount of bioavailable Ni in the rhizosphere. Moreover, the response of plants to the presence of potentially toxic elements may vary according to the elements and the different concentrations of their available forms.

For both experiments, limited differences in biomass production between plants grown on contaminated lime and those grown on control were observed, this is probably due to the Ni concentrations in the tissues, which were in all cases lower than the phytotoxicity threshold of 50 mg Kg^−1^ indicated for moderately tolerant species to this metal \[[@B95-plants-09-00580]\].

The focus of future research could take in account several unresolved issues concerning the use of bioremediation for sites contaminated with PTE, studying the possibility of using plants that are even more efficient in the hyper-accumulation of metals and are able to develop a wide and deep root apparatus. Studies on the possibility to solve practical problems of contamination with high metal concentrations should be performed, combining them with the use of different sequestering minerals that are able to immobilise the metal in the plant root layers. Other interesting proposals to enhance the phytoremediation performance could be the use of plant growth-promoting bacteria (PGPB) and melatonin, which biostimulate the plant growth and improve the plant tolerance against PTE \[[@B96-plants-09-00580],[@B97-plants-09-00580],[@B98-plants-09-00580]\].

The following are available online at <https://www.mdpi.com/2223-7747/9/5/580/s1>, Figure S1: Pre-sowing concentration of soluble (a) and bioavailable (b) Ni in lime in boxes 1--4. Figure S2: Post-harvest concentration of soluble (a) and bioavailable (b) Ni in lime in boxes 1--4. Table S1: Biomass production of plants in the greenhouse experiment. Table S2: Biomass production of plants in the outdoor experiment.

###### 

Click here for additional data file.
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![Concentration of nickel in lime before and after plant harvest. (**a**) Soluble Ni (µg L^−1^) in lime samples; (**b**) bioavailable Ni (µg Kg^−1^) in lime samples. Letters on the x-axis refer to concentration before sowing (A) and after the harvest of: *Brassica napus* without bentonite (B) and with bentonite (B+); *Spinacia oleracea* without bentonite (S) and with bentonite (S+). Lower case letters refer to Dunn's Kruskal--Wallis multiple comparisons (Benjamini--Hochberg *p*-value adjustment, α-level = 0.05).](plants-09-00580-g001){#plants-09-00580-f001}

![Nickel concentration (mg kg^−1^ dry weight) in plants. (**a**) Hypogeal portion; (**b**) epigeal portion. Letters on the x-axis refer to concentration in: (B) *Brassica napus* plants grown on contaminated lime without bentonite (B), with bentonite (B+) and *Brassica napus* plants grown on uncontaminated lime as a control (BC); *Spinacia oleracea* plants grown on contaminated lime without bentonite (S) and with bentonite (S+) and *Spinacia oleracea* plants grown on uncontaminated lime as a control (SC). Lower case letters refer to Dunn's Kruskal--Wallis multiple comparisons (Benjamini--Hochberg *p*-value adjustment, α-level = 0.05).](plants-09-00580-g002){#plants-09-00580-f002}

![Concentration of nickel in lime in boxes 1--4 before and after plant harvest. (**a**) Soluble Ni (µg L^−1^); (**b**) bioavailable Ni (µg Kg^−1^). Codes on the x-axis refer to initial concentration (A), and concentration after the plant harvest grouped by sampling depth (0--30 cm, 30--60 cm). Boxes 1 and 3 cultivated with *Helianthus annuus* (1H; 3H); boxes 2 and 4 cultivated with *Sorghum vulgare* (2S; 4S). Lower case letters refer to Multiple comparisons in each box (Dunn's Kruskal--Wallis, Hochberg *p*-value adjustment, α-level = 0.05).](plants-09-00580-g003){#plants-09-00580-f003}

![Ni concentration (mg kg^−1^ dry weight) in the different portions of the plants. (**a**) Roots, (**b**) stems, (**c**) leaves, (**d**) infructescences. Codes on the x-axis refer to concentration in: (1H) *Helianthus* in box 1; (3H) *Helianthus* in box 3; (H) *Helianthus* control in uncontaminated lime; (2S) *Sorghum* in box 2; (4S) *Sorghum* in box 4; (S) *Sorghum* control in uncontaminated lime. Lower case letters refer to Dunn's Kruskal--Wallis multiple comparisons (Benjamini--Hochberg p-value adjustment, α-level = 0.05).](plants-09-00580-g004){#plants-09-00580-f004}
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###### 

Translocation factor for Ni in plants growing in the greenhouse experiment (reported values are the medians of nine replicates and interquartile range).

  Trial   TF
  ------- -------------
  B       0.57 (0.14)
  B+      0.51 (0.12)
  BC      0.83 (0.07)
  S       2.70 (0.99)
  S+      1.67 (0.70)
  SC      1.52 (0.54)
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###### 

Soluble (µg L^−1^) and bioavailable (µg Kg^−1^) Ni concentration in the rhizosphere (reported values are the median of nine replicates and interquartile range). Different letters indicate significant differences (ns: not significant differences), Dunn's Kruskal--Wallis multiple comparisons test (Benjamini--Hochberg p-value adjustment, α-level = 0.05).

  Box   Plant                 Soluble Ni        Bioavailable Ni
  ----- --------------------- ----------------- -------------------
  1     *Helianthus annuus*   10.2 (0.7) ^ns^   681.2 (74.4) ^ab^
  2     *Sorghum vulgare*     8.0 (0.6) ^ns^    637.9 (10.3) ^a^
  3     *Helianthus annuus*   10.3 (1.7) ^ns^   692.2 (78.9) ^ab^
  4     *Sorghum vulgare*     8.4 (1.5) ^ns^    763.1 (15.7) ^b^
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###### 

Translocation factor for Ni in plants growing in the outdoor experiment (reported values are the medians of six replicates and interquartile range).

  Box   TF
  ----- -------------
  1H    1.07 (0.26)
  3H    2.04 (0.30)
  H     0.84 (0.23)
  2S    0.52 (0.13)
  4S    0.51 (0.05)
  S     0.83 (0.31)

plants-09-00580-t004_Table 4

###### 

Basic properties of the substrate used for the experiments.

  Parameter              Values
  ---------------------- -----------------
  pH                     8.36 ± 0.10 ^1^
  Organic matter (%)     7.2
  Total Ni (mg Kg^−1^)   2.62 ± 0.63 ^1^

^1^ Reported pH and Ni concentrations are means of sixteen replicates ± standard deviation.
